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Effective Ways to Communicate
With the Public About Reading
Nicholas P. Criscuolo
New Haven (Conn.) Public Schools
Walk down the streets of most
communities and select passersby at
random. Ask them if they have
children enrolled in the public
schools. If they say "Yes", ask them
these three questions:
"What school subject do you feel
is the most important?"
"How is reading taught in today's
schools?"
"On what level is your youngster
reading at school?"
Since literacy is considered a top
priority, most respondents in your
informal poll will say "Reading" to
the first question. Also, you may
note that a surprisingly large
number of people will not be able to
answer the second and third questions. Their answers will probably
be hazy and vague.
Is this because they lack interest?
Is it because they don't care? Hardly, we can't blame them entirely for
their apparent lack of knowledge
concerning reading instruction in
today's schools. We can't blame
educators either. We can state,
however, that efforts to inform
parents and keep them abreast of
current developments in the field of
reading have not been especially
vigorous in some districts. Looking
for scapegoats is a futile exercise.
The fact is simply this: parents and
all members of the community need
to become involved.
It's unfortunate that we tend to
overlook community residents who
don't have children enrolled in the
schools. These "non-clients" are the
forgotten people. That's too bad
because their tax dollars also support the schools and supply the funding for essential reading services to
children.
Parents and non-clients watch TV
and read newspapers. Both the print
and electronic media have not
always been accurate in reporting
pupil achievement in reading. In
some cases, gross distortions exist
and unsuspecting readers and
listeners are misled.
W"t:y dwell on these thoughts? We

won't. It's not productive and a
fruitless enterprise. We can write
letters to the editor and press
releases (half of which won't get
aired or printed), but that's not the
best way to meet the situation.
Can the situation be improved?
Of course, there are several ways
administrators and teachers can
communicate with the public about
reading. The following are effective
and workable.
1. Encourage senior citizens,
parents and members of the
community-at-large to visit the
schools. "Grandparents Day",
"Citizens Day," etc. can be proclaimed to encourage people who
wouldn't ordinarily visit the schools
to see firsthand how reading is
taught . For many, this will be the
first time they have set foot in a
school in years.
2. Contact local businesses and
0rn,,nizations to recruit volunteer
tutors.
3. Hold a practical workshop for
parents during the school day. Contact local business firms to release
their employees (at no loss of pay) to
attend.
4. Ask selected reading personnel
to write a series of articles on how
reading is taught today. Avoid
jargon. Hand deliver the articles to
the managing editor of your local
newspaper and request that each article be published as part of series
on either a daily or weekly basis.
5. At PTA Meetings, Voting Days
where schools serve as polling
places, School Bazaars and at other
functions, set up a display of all the
materials used in the reading program. Attractive kits, records,
posters and an assortment of equipment can be used in the display.
You'd be surprised how many
parents think that a single text and
workbook comprise the total reading
program.
6. Reading specialists should
write parent brochures that focus on
important aspects of reading instruction. These can be printed in
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high school Voe-Ed classes and
should be "camera ready", written
in a crisp and easy-to-read style.
They can serve as giveaways in
hospitals and local supermarkets.
(The inexpensive parent brochures
published by the International
Reading Association, 800 Barksdale
Road, Newark, Delaware 19711 can
also be used.)
7. Most communities offer Adult
Evening Classes where participants
take courses in typing, sewing and
many other useful activities. A short
course for parents on: "Helping
Your Child Read Better" can be added to the list of offerings. Advice:
before the course begins, a Syllabus
needs to be written for the instructor. The format of the course should
be varied - lecture, hands-on activities and group interaction should
all be part of this course.
8. A systematic Newsletter should
be sent home on a periodic basis to
parents and disseminated within the
community. This Newsletter should
contain school happenings, lists of
popular books for children and holiday suggestions for games that
foster learning. A regular column
titled "Parents' Reading Forum"
should be included. Parents can
send in questions they have about
reading which can be answered by
the local reading consultant.
CONCLUDING REMARKS

These are just a few ways the
public can be reached in order to
increase their understanding of today's reading world. Informed
citizens can do much to reinforce
the school's efforts to teach all
children to read. Cooperation and
support are likely by-products.
Given the current economy, the
schools need all the help they can
get. These activities may take time
and energy. The bottom line is that
they help kids and efforts spent in
this regard are well worth th
endeavor.

